
Opuntia fragilis (Nutt.) Haw.
brittle prickly-pear

Cactaceae (Cactus Family)

Status: State Review Group 1
Rank: G4G5SNR

General Description: Adapted from Hitchcock et al. (1961) and
Douglas et al. (1998): Opuntia fragilis is a perennial cactus that
lies flat on the ground and forms low mats that are 2-8 in. (5-20
cm) tall and up to 12 in. (30 cm) in diameter The joints of the
stem are rounded, often nearly as thick as broad, almost globe-
shape to egg-shaped, and mostly ¾ to 2 in. (2-5 cm) long,
although the lower ones can be up to 4 in. (10 cm) long. The
upper stem joints break off easily and form new plants. The
cushion-like growing points from which the spines grow (areoles)
are commonly coarsely white-wooly and with a few yellowish
spike-bearing bristles, and give rise to 2-7 straight, yellowish to
brownish spines that are ½ to 1-1/8 in. (1-3 cm) long. The flowers
are yellow and 1-1/8 to 2 in. (3-5 cm) long and broad. The fila-
ments are reddish. The fruit is dry, pear shaped, ½ to ¾ in. (1.5-2
cm) long and somewhat spiny.

Identification Tips: This is the only Opuntia found in western
Washington.  In eastern Washington Opuntia fragilis may be
confused with O. polyacantha.  The two species can be distin-
guished by the following. O. fragilis forms low mats that are 2 to 8
in. (5-20 cm) tall, and 12 in. (30 cm) in diameter, whereas O.
polyacantha forms clumps or low mats that are 3 to 6 in. (7.5-15
cm) tall, and up to several meters in diameter. The pads of O.
fragilis readily detach, while the pads of O. polyacantha do not
readily detach. These species easily hybridize with each other,
creating hybrid swarms that have numerous unique combinations
of characters (Domico 1996).

Phenology: In Washington this species has been observed
flowering and fruiting in July through October.

Range: This species is distributed from British Columbia to
Ontario, south to Illinois, Iowa and Texas. In Washington it has
been seen in Grant, Okanogan, Ferry, Clallam, San Juan, Skagit,
Whatcom, Stevens, Douglas, Kittitas, and Yakima counties.

Habitat: In Washington, this species has been found on sandy
slopes, rocky outcrops, rocky knobs, and talus slopes, in dry,
well-drained soils from 14 to 4500 feet (4-1372 m) elevation.
Habitats in Washington vary from a ponderosa pine-Douglas fir/
bluebunch wheatgrass plant community in eastern Washington,
to a rocky coastal grassland in western Washington.
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Ecology: The easily detached stem segments of this species are
dispersed by animals and possibly water (FNA 2004). The
species does not persist with taller plants (Domico 1996).

State Status Comments: In Washington this species is known
from less than ten recent occurrences. Because this species was
recently added to the Washington rare plant list, not much is
known about the degree of its rarity in the state at this time.

Inventory Needs: Appropriate habitat in Washington should be
systematically surveyed for additional populations. Known
occurrences should be revisited for updated population informa-
tion.

Threats and Management Concerns: Much of this plant’s
range has been lost due to natural reforestation, residual habitat
is being lost through development and the replacement of native
grasses are a threat to the species.
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